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The Gospel Odyssey 

Acts 27-1-13 

It was William Carey, the father of the modern missionary movement, 

who fired the passions of believers everywhere with a message on 

Isaiah 54:2 Enlarge the place of thy tent, and let them stretch forth the 

curtains of thine habitations: spare not, lengthen thy cords, and 

strengthen thy stakes…His famous motto was: “Ask Great Things of 

God ~ Attempt Great Things for God” – it aroused a sleeping church 

from her slumbers to flee her beds of comfort and like Peter, to step 

out of the boat with the Lord. Many were insisting the church should 

spare herself; saying, ‘why run the risk; if the sovereign God wanted 

the heathen saved, He would and could do so without us.’ This was 

pious talk to cover unbelief and fear. 

Very few ever even desire great things; we are too dull. Even fewer 

ever attempt them, for we are too lazy. And yet, deep down, every 

soul knows that it is better to fail in a great endeavor than succeed in 

mediocrity.  

Paul is a grand display of this spirit, who looks to God for great things, 

and by God attempts them. His setting foot upon the first of three 

boats on his way to Rome, is the first step of the last for him. See 

several quick points here: 

1. This is the beginning of the end of the great book of Acts – the 

gospel going to the whole wide world; to the great sea of Gentiles; 

to the uttermost parts of the earth; concluding with this vivid and 

descriptive journey to the capital of the empire. What the Lord Jesus 

continued to do and to teach is here crowned with these last two 

chapters, where the King of kings marches to the throne of the 

world, and announces His kingdom had come. 
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2. This is secondly the end of a great missionary journey started back 

in chapter 19, where we read: Now after these things were finished, 

Paul purposed in the spirit to go to Jerusalem after he had passed 

through Macedonia and Achaia, saying, "After I have been there, I 

must also see Rome." (Act 19:21) Even though we find in the 

opening of chapter 27 only this transport from point a to point b, it 

is presented with a fullness that demands attention. Paul seems at 

the helm here. This has very much a missionary feel about it. 

Peterson comments: ‘Paul emerges the key figure throughout of this 

lengthy narrative; in a prophet-like fashion, he stands forth as the 

guide into salvation under God.’ He is a Noah-like figure; and 

opposite to Jonah. 

3. This thirdly is the end of the life of Paul (for us), capping off his 

exemplary and adventurous labors as a gospel man. JA Bengal says: 

“No Alexander, no Caesar, no other hero approaches to the large-

mindedness of this ‘little’ Benjamite” (a play on words, since the 

name Paul means ‘small,’ and the tribe of Benjamin notoriously the 

smallest among the sons of Israel). Paul is found to the last bringing 

the Gospel to the ends of the earth. He did so by the Greatest Person 

– God’s Spirit. Sent from the Father and the Son. Taking on the 

Greatest Task – bringing life to a dying world, hope to the lost, 

salvation to the condemned, freedom to the bound; why, he brought 

heaven to those going to hell. 

This life, this mission, this book ends with an Odyssey – a Gospel 

Odyssey – not unlike the famous one of Homer. An odyssey is a long 

series of wanderings or adventures, especially when filled with notable 

experiences and hardships. That is what is before us here: a unique, 

vivid, precise account by a first-hand observer, Luke, penning the 

Odyssey of the Bible.  

Our first point then introduces us to the characters for the next days 

and weeks and months in this odyssey. We are introduced to Julius the 
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Centurion, a special Centurion, of the Imperial Guard immediately 

serving Caesar. The centurions in the Bible – captains of 100 – are 

souls of nobility and honesty; and this one is no different. Jesus heals 

the servant of one in the gospels; the first Gentile convert in Acts 10, 

Cornelius, is a centurion; and the rescuer of Paul from the mob was a 

centurion. This man was responsible with his life in keeping this 

prisoner.  

Yet immediately we recognize a difference in his treatment of Paul – 

as in verse two, as they embark, Paul has friends with him – Luke and 

Aristarchus. The other prisoners were probably treated as most others 

were, who were on their way to Rome to be supply for the 

amusements of the Coliseum. Why is Paul treated differently? Is it just 

because he is a Roman citizen, appealing to the Emperor? Pliny tells 

of a contemporary prisoner named Pactus, who was permitted slaves 

to accompany him on his way to Rome. When his wife pled to 

accompany him, she was refused. When she insisted that she would 

fulfill all the duties of the slaves, she again was rejected. 

William Ramsay is convinced that the only way these two friends 

accompany Paul is as his indentured servants, his slaves; which not 

only brought comfort to Paul but raised the esteem of the prisoner in 

the eyes of all on the ship. 

Thus they board this Adramyttium vessel, and make their way up the 

coast from Caesarea. Adramyttium is a city north of Pergamum near 

Troas in the region of Mysia. But they stop in Sidon, some 70 nautical 

miles north, where Paul is counted worthy to visit friends there, who 

show care for him. 

Julius exercises philanthropy that Paul might meet with the ‘philos,’ 

his friends. Peterson comments that Philanthropy is love for humanity 

and is demonstrated by believers and unbelievers alike in chapters 27-

28. The point being that Christians fulfill the best aspirations of human 
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society in caring for others and that they themselves are worthy of 

such treatment from the world. 

With verse 4, we begin to see the first hint of trouble up ahead: (read). 

They must get behind the protection of Cyprus to the west, to make it 

north to the coast of Asia Minor. Here is where Paul’s first missionary 

journey was started, as they must zig-zag back and forth against the 

wind, to arrive at the southern tip of the shore – Myra in Lycia. This is 

one of the chief ports for the ships rented by Rome to carry grains 

from Egypt to Italy. 

You need to know three things at this point in the narrative: 

1. Egypt supplied a whole 1/3 of the grain necessary to feed Rome. 

Alexandria was the breadbasket to the world of that day. 

2. The time of year – it is probably September, in 59, toward the Day 

of Atonement, the Fast, which is late September-early October. The 

ships stopped sailing the sea at this time until March, on account of 

the storms. Paul’s ship will be well past that date when they make it 

to Crete. 

3. The Emperor Claudius (41-54) had introduced a rich bounty to ship-

owners willing to sail in the dangerous season to bring extra grain to 

Rome, and a compensation was promised for any loss or damage to 

ship or cargo in these dangerous attempts. This policy of hazard pay 

was carried into the days of Nero (54-68), to help cope with famines 

and prevent riots in the capital, which were common. 

That is the backdrop to the next leg of the journey, as they board this 

fated wheat ship for Italy. 

Cnidus is a southwestern tip of Asia Minor. With much difficulty they 

arrived there, where they could have harbored for winter. They could 

not sail westerly, so southward they went to the easternmost tip of 

Crete, to Cape Salmone. That would have been the best place to 
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harbor now, but on they go. Fair Havens is on the southern side, about 

at the middle of the island. The harbor there is open wide to the sea, so 

it offered temporary but not permanent shelter. So the harbor of 

Phoenix, toward the westernmost point of the island, is chosen, instead 

of turning back at Paul’s urgings. 

Paul, who had in his 30 years as a travelling missionary, clocked 

around 3000 miles of travel on the sea, was not followed in his 

sensible warning. This should not be taken as a prophecy as much as a 

word and warning from experience. It is clear that the Centurion in 

some way has taken the ship, since it was serving Rome. And he is 

persuaded by the pilot and captain instead of Paul. 

Notice it was not a huge disagreement – they were not going to try to 

make it to Rome, only to this harbor not far to the west. And so, when 

a moderate wind arrived, they believed they had their door open, and 

off they went, close to shore. And verse 14 begins, “BUT” – which is 

where we will have to end today. 

There are several lessons we can and should draw from the beginning 

of this Gospel Odyssey. 

FIRST: There are life-lessons illustrated in this vivid description. 

John Flavel, one of the best of the Puritan writers, served a church in a 

harbor town in England, and had a heart for the lives of his sailors in 

that place. He wrote a work called Navigation Spiritualized: A New 

Compass for Seamen. One section of this work reminds us:  

What dangers run they for little gains,  

who, for their souls, would ne’er take half the pains.  

He reminds us: What a treasure aboard your vessel – your soul, worth 

more than the whole world. Yet what a weak boat you have, that body 

of yours, easily weakened, sickened, diseased, bound to die. What a 
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dangerous sea is the world in which you sail in the leaking ship of 

your body. What if you will not steer right – you will not arrive in the 

harbor of happiness but drowned in the sea of wrath.  

TWO: The door of opportunity swings upon the hinges of opposition. 

Paul wrote in 1 Cor. 16:9 – ‘a great and effective door has opened to 

me, and there are many adversaries.’ Against fear, we are taught that 

we cannot wait for a door to open that has no opposition, no risk. 

There are no real doors like that in a world like ours. But the good 

news is that God is greater than any opposition. But you must be 

willing to face trial. We are never promised in the Bible that we will 

be without trouble in this world; but we are promised peace. We have  

external and internal trials, short and long trials, and troubles from just 

about every area of life. But we are not to be surprised by the call to 

suffer hardship, when we think of the One who commands us to take 

up our cross and follow Him. 

Two important lessons highlighted in Acts 27-28: that God is the 

keeper of His people, and because he is so, His people are called on to 

persevere. Paul had been told he would witness in Rome. But he 

doesn’t kick back on deck in a lounge chair with a pina colada. Such is 

the paradox – God works sovereignly, irresistibly; therefore, I work! I 

strive! I exert myself in the same direction; I run my race. 

Lastly, know that living for God and for His glory, being an example 

or witness to Christ, whether in the needy mission fields of the world, 

or the one in your own backyard, is surely worth all your effort. There 

is no higher or better thing than bringing the word of salvation and 

grace to the lost. 

Paul was successful; many others fell short. William Carey’s 

movement led to 80% of the missionaries dying on the field! Men and 

women went abroad in order to die, in serving the Lord. One of the 

most notable sacrifices was offered when the Bible came to Korea.  
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A believer was reluctantly permitted to board an English ship seeking 

to make contact with the closed Korean nation. When the boat sailed 

up the river, it was greeted with arrows and angry villagers. When the 

boat was halted, the natives strung jugs on fire to float down and wrap 

around the wooden ship. In not time, the boat was sinking and all the 

passengers were in the water, being greeted with clubs and arrows as 

they made their way up the banks.  

The Koreans remembered this first introduction to the western world, 

how every sailor was stepping on their land with swords in their 

hands, trying to kill them. All, that is, except one, who had arm-fulls 

of Bibles and Gospel tracts, who, as he was being beaten and killed, 

was putting this book into the hands of his enemies. They remembered 

that later when that Book was opened to them, and their hearts were 

opened to the God of Scripture. 

This was Paul’s motto, wasn’t it? How then will they call on Him 

in whom they have not believed? How will they believe in Him 

whom they have not heard? And how will they hear without a 

preacher? How will they preach unless they are sent? Just as it 

is written, "HOW BEAUTIFUL ARE THE FEET OF THOSE 

WHO BRING GOOD NEWS OF GOOD THINGS!" (Rom 

10:14-15) 

May it be yours as well! 
 

 


